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D E P A R T M E N T  o f th e  IN T E R IO R  
n e w s  r e l e a s e  

F IS H  A N D  W IL D L IF E  S E R V IC E  
. . c  B u r e a u  o f S p o rt F i s h e r i e s  a n d  W i l d l i fe  

F o r  R e l e a s e  J u n e  1 5 , 1 9 6 9  W a l k e r  3 4 3 - 2 4 6 3  
C a r r o l l  3 4 3 - 5 6 3 4  

F E A T U R E  

T H E  A M E R IC A N  E L K  
e  

T h e  o l d  S h a w n e e 8  c a l l e d  th e m  w a p i ti  (W A H - p u h -te e )  a n d  th e  S i o u x  

a n  u n p r o n o u n c e a b l e  n a m e . B u t th e  h u g e  d e e r  th a t w a n d e r e d  m u c h  o f th e  

c o u n try  w h e n  p a l e fa c e s  a r r i v e d  r e m a i n e d  k n o w n  a s  “ e l k ”  to  th e  s e ttl e r s  

fro m  E u r o p e . 

O r i g i n a l l y  th e  A m e r i c a n  e l k  (C e r v u s  C a n a d e n s i s )  r a n g e d  th r o u g h o u t 
m u c h  .o f .N o rth  A m e r i c a , a fte r  m i g r a ti n g  h e r e  ( p r o b a b l y )  fro m  A s i a  a  l i ttl e  
a h e a d  o f th e  fi r s t m e n . F r o m  w h a t i s  n o w  n o rth e r n  C a n a d a  to  s o u th e r n  
N e w  M e x i c o , fro m  M a s s a c h u s e tts  to  N o rth  C a r o l i n a  to  th e  C a l i fo r n i a  c o a s t, 
w a p i ti  l i v e d  i n  fo r e s ts , m o u n ta i n s  a n d  p l a i n s . 

T h e y  w e r e  w i d e l y  h u n te d  fo r  m e a t a n d  h i d e s  ( a n d  fo r  “tu s k s !” ). 
B y  1 8 1 0  th e  e a s te r n  h e r d s  w e r e  g o n e ; n o t l o n g  a fte r, w e s te r n  a n i m a l s  w e r e  
a l s o  d e c i m a te d , u n ti l  o n l y  a  fe w  th o u s a n d  r e m a i n e d  i n  th e  m o r e  r e m o te  
a r e a s  o f th e  R o c k i e s . It a p p e a r e d  th a t th e  A m e r i c a n  e l k , l i k e  th e  b i s o n , 
w a s  d o o m e d  to  e x ti n c ti o n . 

B u t l i k e  th e  b i s o n , i t h a s  c o m e  b a c k  th r o u g h  c o o p e r a ti v e  p r o te c ti v e  
m e a s u r e s ; u n l i k e  th e  b i s o n , i t h a s  a g a i n  fl o u r i s h e d  a s  a  w i l d  c r e a tu r e . 
P r o te c ti o n  i n c l u d e d  e n fo r c e d  s e a s o n s  o n  h u n ti n g , a s s u r e d  r a n g e s , a n d  
e s ta b l i s h m e n t o f r e fu g e s . 

P o s s i b l y  th e  b e s t k n o w n  p u b l i c  a r e a  i s  th e  2 4 ,0 0 0 - a c r e  N a ti o n a l  E l k  
R e fu g e  a d m i n i s te r e d  b y  th e  In te r i o r  D e p a rtm e n t’s  B u r e a u  * o f S p o rt F i s h e r i e s  
a n d  W i l d l i fe  i n  J a c k s o n  H o l e , W y o m i n g . H e r e  m o r e  th a n  1 5 ,0 0 0  e l k  fi n d  w i n te r  
fo o d  o n  l a n d  s p e c i a l l y  s e t a s i d e  fo r  g r a z i n g . W h e n  th e  e n o w  g e ts  d e e p  o r  
fo r a g e  i s  a l l  g o n e , n a tu r a l  fe e d  i s  s u p p l e m e n te d  b y  h a y . 

T h e  h e r d s  m i g r a ti n g  d o w n  to  th e  r e fu g e  c o m e  fro m  Y e l l o w s to n e  a n d  
G ra n d  T e to n  N a ti o n a l  P a r k s  a n d  fro m  T e to n  N a ti o n a l  F o r e s t, P e r s o n n e l  fro m  
th e  B u r e a u  o f S p o rt F i s h e r i e s  a n d  W i l d l i fe , th e  N a ti o n a l  P a r k  S e r v i c e , th e  
F o r e s t S e r v i c e , a n d  th e  S ta te  g a m e  d e p a rtm e n ts  o f M o n ta n a , Id a h o , a n d  
W y o m i n g  a l l  c o o p e r a te  i n  fi e l d  s tu d i e s  a n d  i n  m a n a g e m e n t o f th e  h e r d s . 

In  w i n te r, v i s i to r s  to  th e  r e fu g e  c a n  r i d e  o u t o n  s l e i g h s  to  s e e  a n d  
p h o to g r a p h  fe e d i n g  w a p i ti . In  s u m m e r, a n  “ e x h i b i t i o n  h e r d ”  o f fa m i l y  g r o u p s  
c a n  b e  s e e n  i n  th e  a r e a , w h i c h  i s  a l s o  fa m e d  fo r  fi s h i n g , c a m p i n g , a n d  to u r -  
i n g  . T r u m p e te r  s w a n s  a n d  o th e r  w a te rfo w l  u s e  th e ,re fu g e , to o , fl y i n g  a g a i n s t 
a  b a c k g r o u n d  o f th e  s n o w -t i p p e d  G ra n d  T e to n s . 



Other winter feed ing grounds‘for Rocky Mounta in e lk are mainta ined I 
by State game departments of Wyoming, Montana, and Idaho, wh ich l icense 
contro l led hunt ing to keep the wapit i in ba lance with their range. 

Elk were not a lways h igh-va l ley spec ies. They once inhab ited open 
p la ins before range was dep leted by overgraz ing and p lowing. They thr ive 
now in the summer-hot Wich ita Mounta ins Wi ld l ife Refuge in Ok lahoma. Here 
they rema in on the refuge year-round as compan ions to longhorn cattle, b ison, 
and turkey. There is a s izab le popu lat ion of e lk on nat iona l forest land 
in Alaska. Smal l herds ex ist in a few eastern States, a var iety 
*ca l led Olymp ic e lk l ive in the Pacif ic Northwest, and a few tule e lk res ide in 
Cal iforn ia. 

Hot land or co ld, the bul l gathers a harem of cows on a territory he 
guards aga inst cha l lengers. September is the beg inn ing of the mat ing season, 
at least in the northern Rock ies, when the o ld ma le is bug l ing h is author ity 
and harry ing the yourg bu l ls out of the herd. His large, pronged ant lers 
and h is feet are formidab le weapons. At 700 to 1,000 pounds, an elk 's no 
p layth ing-- it might stand five feet at the shou lder. 
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By ear ly November, mat ing is over, and the wapit i beg in the ir migrat ion 
to winter ranges where constant pra ir ie winds bare s lopes and r idges of snow 
and uncover grass beneath. On their way down, bands merge into herds. Then, 
as spr ing comes, the b ig herds drift back up to the h igh country, fo l lowing 
the reced ing snowl ine and dropp ing their newborn in the h igh meadows a long 
the route. 

Born in late May or ear ly June, a spotted calf we ighs up to 40 pounds. 
By August, partia l ly weaned, it inc ludes grass in its d iet and has begun 
to lose its baby spots. 

Overa l l, the great wapit i is in pretty good shape today, at least 
in the h igh country where, wrote John Madson, "there are th ings that the 
va l leys cannot g ive . . . such as the h igh notes of an elk 's bug l ing; 
drift ing down to a sp ike camp through three mi les of perfect air.” 


